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FOCUS GROUP STUDY

On June 20, we conducted three simultaneous focus groups responding to the Web sites of Braddock Bay Raptor Research, Landmark Society of Western New York, and Rochester (City) Public Market. This report is a summary of our findings and interpretations. 

STUDY METHODS AND PROCEDURES

We introduced the study, collected completed informed consent forms for participation, and recruited people for the three focus groups. The groups were small (two groups of three people and one group of seven), and they were composed mainly of faculty and staff of Empire State College. There were no professional Web designers in any of the three groups, but all three groups were well educated and all contained people who live in and around Rochester and who regularly use the World Wide Web. 

We asked each group to fill in applicable categories of a check sheet (Appendix A) and to respond freely to a series of questions (Appendix B) as shown at the end of this report. We provided a printed sheet of the questions and we serviced each group with a timekeeper and one of us being present and taking notes on a laptop while they commented, with the note takers helping keep them on task by occasionally prompting them to continue responding to the questions. We debriefed the groups, who were part of a daylong conference at the Empire Rochester center, by displaying a large wall poster with many graphics, visuals, press clippings, and brochures collaged in a cluster for each of the three heritage organizations. We included labels and descriptions of our general study as well as membership materials. A team member was present at this poster session to explain the aims of our long-term project with heritage organizations in Rochester. 

RESPONSES AND FINDINGS

We have summarized the common response types from these focus groups in Table 1 on the next page. As demanding consumers, the focus groups were critical of all three Web sites, even as they seemed to enjoy browsing them very much. The comments in Table 1 point up the fact that web users are in the habit of expecting Internet sites to be up to the minute and completely sorted by categories of information that they can identify and use quickly. As anyone working with Web sites also knows, this can be time consuming and hard to do.

TABLE 1. THEMATIC CRITIQUES AND COMMENTS ON WEB SITES, 6/20/05

	Critique category
	BRADDOCK BAY
	LANDMARK SOC.
	PUBLIC MARKET

	Too much print/text on main page
	            √
	            √
	

	Mission/purpose not clear
	             √

Too far down page

Priorities not clear
	
	              √

	Hard to find some info/navigate site
	              √
	             √
	               √

	Events appear out of date/not updated frequently enough 
	               √

Calendar appears to be “for insiders.”
	Needs clear link to one event list for all.
	                √

Interviewees knew of events not listed.

	Links to organization information
	Not clear on all that they do, more on organization would help
	Have annual report, supporters list. Links to outside tours confusing
	

	Audience and uses
	Web site appears to be for insiders 
	Possibly for those wanting historic homes, relocating to Rochester, or those entertaining outside visitors to Rochester
	Shoppers and residents,

New to area; word of mouth might lead you there first.

	Maps or directions
	(Some group interviewees knew where it was)
	Like the Map Quest link, got directions to house. Link to travel site-- must pay.
	Not user friendly, no labels on building maps, no Map Quest link, too cluttered. Better if downtown map. Shuttle should be mentioned on first page.

	Graphics and photos
	Like logo and beautiful photo. Nice bird photos if you can find them on site.
	Like finger lakes image on shopping page, can’t tell what image is (book print?), Stone Tolan photo tour.  
	Like diverse photos but no labels as to when taken, where in market—could be any year. 

	Other critiques on Web site
	Too many acronyms

Needs an index

Format hard to follow all over page
	Top page not exciting but more exiting as you go in, No strong heritage sense conveyed 
	Links should be blue that go somewhere,  need a Rochester gateway site with clear link

	What liked most
	Photos,

Event ideas
	Comprehensive, lot of free and useful information, photos 
	Other markets info,

The photos


Also very difficult is figuring out how to communicate in as few words and text as possible an organization’s purpose, it audiences, and the things that the organization and each audience segment have to offer each other. It was very clear that these focus groups craved and enjoyed most the visual graphics such as photographs and maps—as long as they could tell who, what, when, and where the images were, within a clear context. Your organizations should consider increasing the use of photographs that are clickable and more prominent on the top pages. In the era of I-movies and digital cameras with several minutes of movie capability, it might be very exciting if Web visitors could see even a very short clip of a few seconds of action at your events.

For the most part these sites were not layered as has become common in many current web sites. It probably would increase the productive time the public spends with each site if the organizations, the next time they do substantial updates to their Web sites, would plan to remove as much of the text as possible from the top page, keep the top page to just about one screen in length, sort their information in categories, and provide quick and easy to understand links to a few major categories where more of the detailed text could be found.

Many college Web pages now sort their audiences into three or four groups, such as “Prospective Students,” “Faculty and Administration,” “Alumni and Supporters,” and the like. A link for each group sends the user off to that section that she or he can most quickly use. Preservation organizations could do something similar. Landing pages to sort out audiences and interest topics save time and frustration. Similarly, links to upcoming events are helpful if constantly updated. We noted that Landmark Society has gone to a database method of adding to their Web site so that several people can access and update it. With proper sorting of activities ahead of time and built into the design of the site, this can help a time-strapped organization keep on top of fast breaking news, opportunities, and busy calendars in the site. 

Mission statements are official, historical, and often require a lengthy process to change, or in many cases because of tradition they should not be changed. Yet sometimes the organization has outgrown them in certain respects, or the mission statements are by themselves not helpful in telling the public what the organization specifically does and what it needs from the public. In such a case the organization needs to say more clearly on the Web what it does, what it offers and to whom, and what help it is looking for from each audience subgroup. For different kinds of help, if it is going to outreach effectively it should say what kind of training or other qualifications people will need to be able to offer that help. The Web site should help the organization clear up any confusion or ambiguity in whom it is talking to and how people can get involved. This takes a lot of thought and feedback along the way in development. Perhaps members and others in the know should also form a focus group to react to their organization’s site. 

Even if you see your Web site as a secondary source of information where people are directed from somewhere else, it can help you if it engages audiences, channels their interest, and conveys the basics quickly. If it is to be useful to anyone whether inside or outside the organization’s inner circle, the organization should consider which types of people are on the rim of that organization (someone referred to this audience as the “doughnut” surrounding the core organization), and sort them out conceptually to offer each subgroup what it needs quickly on the Web. Tell them how they can use your organization and what you need from them. Use layers and landing pages to sort out these sets. 

You may also consider adding more links to other organizations with which you affiliate (there is some evidence of this already), because audiences want to know if you are part of something international, national, or regional, but if you do you should make clear that these other links are to outside organizations, and not part of your sponsoring organization’s web site. Outside affiliates may deserve a landing page of their own to clearly separate their activities from your own organization’s responsibilities. 

We hope that this report has been interesting and useful. Feel free to contact us if you have any questions or comments.

Appendix A 

CHECK SHEET FOR FOCUS GROUP PROFILE INFORMATION    Date: _____

Instructions: Please place a single mark or check inside the row next to each type of activity that applies to you. Thanks for your participation.

I use the Internet in the following ways:

Communicate by e-mail

Communicate by Instant Messenger or other synchronous mode:

Communicate on Bulletin boards or Forums (asynchronous larger groups on database):

To make travel arrangements:

To play interactive games (either by self or with other people):

To get local, national, or international news:

To get the weather:

To check my horoscope, do puzzles, or read any other text based entertainment:

To watch moving media entertainment (musical, TV show, or any other):

To shop for books, music, or media in any form:

To shop for food or clothes or to get ideas for food or clothes (“window shop” on Web):

All other retail shopping categories:

To check the hits on my own Web site:

To advertise services or things for sale (for either self or others):

To actually sell things or services (complete transactions) whether for myself or others:

To search for jobs or gather information about any other career opportunities:

 To run a business in any other ways related to e-commerce:

Design Web sites or parts of sites either for others, or myself either as hobby or professionally:

Check below if true of you: I am familiar with the organization depicted in this Web site:

  APPENDIX B

FOCUS GROUP INSTRUCTIONS

ORGANIZATION NAME: 

ORGANIZATION’S SLOGAN STATEMENT OR MISSION: 

FOCUS GROUP INSTRUCTIONS

Take about 20 minutes and think of yourselves as an audience and as possible users of the Web site we are showing you. Have someone navigate around this site while the group comments. Work together to respond to the following questions (we will be taking notes on what you have to say):*

1. What do you think of the appearance of the web site? Like or dislike it? Describe how it appears to you. Is any particular opinion, “message,” or point of view expressed in it? 

2. What do you think of the web site as a place for finding useful information easily? Describe what it is like to find information on this site:

3. Who do you think the audience is for this web site? To whom would it appeal the most? Describe who the most interested audience would be (and why you think so): 

4. Given the organization’s mission as stated above, do you get an impression that the parts of the Web site that you have seen here match with their mission?  Why or why not?

Any other comments:

Thanks for your input!

<Authors' Note: The Internet worked well through all three group sessions June 20>

*WHAT TO DO IF THE INTERNET IS DOWN: 

Please look at the visuals presented to you and reply to the following:

1a. What do you think of the appearance of the visuals shown? Like or dislike them? : Describe how they appear to you. Do they appear to convey any particular opinion, “message,” or point of view? 

2a. Please look at the slogan or mission again and describe what kind of information you think a Web site for this type of organization ought to be showing the public and why.

3a. To what audience do you think these visuals would appeal most? Why?

Any other comments: 

